
Morning Prayer: Some Commentary on Selected Canticles

Introduction:
     The canticles express a congregational response to the revelation of God 
in the lessons.  Since scripture is the best commentary on scripture, most of 
the canticles are sections of scripture.  Those that aren’t direct quotation 
(Gloria in excelsis, Te Deum laudamus) are drenched in scriptural themes 
almost to the point of being scriptural catenae.  Note that these canticles are 
one point at which the catholicity of the Episcopal Church becomes 
apparent in its acceptance of the Old Testament apocrypha as scripture.  The 
Roman Catholics and the Orthodox Churches do the same.  Canticle #12, A 
Song of Creation (Benedicite, omnia opera Domini), #13, A Song of Praise 
(Benedictus es, domine) and #14, A Song of Penitence (Kyrie Pantokrator) 
illustrate the point.  All are from the Old Testament Apocrypha.

     Generally speaking, canticles are responses to readings.  That is, the 
canticle positions us, the worshiper, in relation to scripture by means of 
scripture.  I believe that the ideal relation between canticle and lesson is 
broadly dialogic.  Advent lessons and Advent canticles, for instance, should 
speak to each other thematically.  A self-conscious consideration of the 
canticles points out their richness as repository of themes, reflections on 
scripture, presentations of points of connection to the liturgical year or to 
recurring elements of the Christian life such as penitence, praise, a focus on 
the eternal.  

     Attentive use of the canticles will increase a person’s ability to connect 
canticle and lesson appropriately so that the two feed each other.  In this 
dialogic relation we see a reflection of the dialogic relation of initiation and 
response characteristic of all human relation with God.  The structure of our 
worship itself presents the reality of God’s relation to us.  We should expect 
no less of our worship, both private and public, and search for no less in it.

Selected Canticles

The Song of Moses - Cantemus Domino

     This canticle consists of three passages from the 15th chapter of the 
Book of Exodus, sections taken from the song of thanksgiving sung by 
Moses and the Israelites after God’s defeat of the Egyptians at the Red Sea.  
It is recommended for use during Easter Season.  Check the Table of 



Canticles on pages 144-145 of The Book of Common Prayer for a 
suggested pattern for use of the canticles if the office is recited daily or 
even frequently.  

     This canticle marks the position of the worshipper in relation to time 
and the church year primarily at the second half of the second sentence, 
“. . . the Lord has become my Savior”.  As Easter marks the triumph of 
God over sin and death in the resurrection of Christ, so this canticle, in its 
reference to an earlier triumph of God over the forces of death and slavery, 
echoes the triumph we achieve through Christ.  Easter celebrates not only 
the memory of the past event of Jesus’ resurrection, but also the movement 
from death to life in all resurrection events. All slavery to death, however 
and whenever expressed is transformed into everlasting life at Easter.

    Christianity is fundamentally concerned with this change of condition.  
Unlike some other religions, in which salvation is the perception of a 
timeless truth, in Christianity salvation consists of an orientation to, a 
growing from, specific events happening in time.  It is not that the Lord is 
our universal, timeless, always has been and always will be savior, but that 
in the events remembered in the canticle that saving has moved from 
potential to actual, from possible future into realized present.  To remember 
this movement in the past is to enable it in the present.  By the Lord’s 
having become savior in the past he becomes our savior in the present.   

     Thus the words of the canticle are to be understood in terms of three 
events in time: 1) The original Old Testament deliverance at the Red Sea. 
2) The resurrection of Jesus and 3) The movement from death to life which 
is to take place in our hearts and our lives at every instant of time, enabled 
by our remembrance of and incorporation into our present lives of these 
previous acts of divine deliverance.  The canticle moves the worshiper from 
the concrete and particular past into the spaciousness of a universal present, 
because of our remembrance of the past in the recitation of the canticle.  
The one past becomes available to our varied presents with the one saving 
power of God.

     In our liturgy, the three levels of the canticle’s interaction with time 
correspond to the three lessons read.  The presenting event, the deliverance 
from the Egyptians at the Red Sea is, of course, the Old Testament lesson, 
the resurrection of Jesus is the gospel and the movement from death to life 
in our hearts and in our present lives is reflected in the story of that same 



movement taking place in the early church.  The processes of our worship 
reflects the historical process of our salvation.

     The third sentence completes the circle, what God has done in the past 
and made available in our present, calls for my praise and exaltation, my 
response.  The center section of the canticle, from “The Lord is a mighty 
warrior . . .” to “. . . the earth swallowed them up.” is an elaboration of the 
past event(s) for which God is praised, the overthrow of the Egyptians.

     Note how the canticle moves from praise for past protection to praise 
for future blessing at “You will bring them in and plant them . . .”  The 
means of transition from past saving event to expectation of future favor 
lies in the previous sentence: “With your constant love you led the people 
you redeemed . . .”  We celebrate God’s past deeds, experience his present 
love and, based on celebrated deed and present experience we expect not 
only a continued relation in time to come but also a perfected relationship - 
“the Lord shall reign for ever and ever.”  Thus the canticle, as does 
scripture as a whole, moves us from the Fall to the final triumph of God 
and the canticle moves us from the particularity of a specific lesson 
concerning a specific incident to the universality of the whole story of 
salvation.

      One possible problem this canticle poses is the language of violence and 
destruction it uses, which refers to actual violence against other humans.  
There is no avoiding the fact that, interpreted only on level 1, the 
overthrow of the Egyptian armies at the Red Sea, the Cantemus Domino, 
celebrates tragedy and cruelty.  There are at least two responses to this.

     First, it is in the movement from level one to levels two and three that 
this problem is overcome, not on the level of an investigation of the 
historicity or symbolism of level one itself.  But we must take care not to 
move too far from the concrete.   As actual human beings are the agents of 
oppressive and evil systems, when those systems are swept away so are their 
agents.  To acquiesce in evil involves one in its downfall.  

     There is no pure justice in the realm of history (level 1).   All historical 
justice involves injustice.  Since the triumph at the Red Sea was an act in 
the realm of history not even God can act for the freedom of some without 
injury to the agents of slavery - some of whom may themselves be morally 
excellent aside from their involvement in an evil system. (As if there were 



an aside from that!)  On the level of history there are widows and orphans 
in Egypt as a result of the overthrow of the Egyptian army.  This is the 
universal nature of the Fall and even God-in-history is subject to its 
conditions. The passion of Christ is the primary and chief example of this. 
The key is that God acts for the underdog and in challenging the action of 
God the principalities and powers of this world overreach themselves and 
destroy their own agents through their pride.  God’s judgment is not God 
causing, but God allowing the nature of evil to reveal itself - and the nature 
of evil is that she devours her children.

     Second, it is in the resurrection of Christ that God, by subjecting 
himself to the conditions of history, provides a way beyond the ambivalence 
of historical justice.  The inner evolution of a life into one ruled by 
sacrificial love enables a creative confrontation with even one’s own 
participation in injustice.  The true imitation of Christ is not in repetition of 
historical circumstances but a participation in this growth of an inner 
centeredness on love.  Imitation is not instantaneous duplication, but the 
directional evolution of a life.  To imitate Christ is to grow toward him, to 
grow toward a capacity to take part in his sacrifice.  We celebrate Easter as 
the gift of the possibility of life for us by our learning, through our years, 
how to sacrifice ourselves.  

Canticle 12 - A Song of Creation
           Benedicite, omnia opera Domini  
           Book of Common Prayer p. 88-90.

     Glorifying God is the proper work of a Christian life, not because it sets 
humans off from creation, but because it unites us with creation.  In 
Morning Prayer we begin a day in which we are to perceive, to understand 
the creation, as praising God in order that we can respond to creation with 
appreciation of its praise and, therefore, with our own praise.

     The great theme of the Benedicite is the universality of glorifying God. 
The unity of creation is in this glorifying.  Our unity is in our giving glory, 
in who we look to, not in who we are aside from our goal, model and 
guide. 

     All the phenomena in the canticle express themselves in time.  Therefore 
a summary of their praise is appropriate for Morning Prayer.  And the 
canticle reaches from time into eternity - the refrain asserts the praise of 



what happens in time to be eternal. The saints praising God in heaven were 
time bound creatures in their earthly lives. Nothing that passes into and out 
of existence in the time bound world is lost to the awareness and memory of 
God and that which God remembers has life. Each time bound reality is to 
“praise Him and highly exalt Him forever” and it is God’s grace which 
enables time to enter eternity.  

     I am not sure of the meaning of the phrase “firmament of his power”.  It 
carries the connotation of place of origin, foundation, source.  Abstractly, it 
is the source and reality of God’s power as it exists beyond and behind any 
specific act of creation.  This is why the phrase occurs in both the 
Invocation at the beginning of the canticle and in the Doxology at the end.  
The utter root of God’s power brackets, in reality and in the literary 
structure of the canticle, the expression of all specific creative action.  In 
reciting this canticle our act of worship reflects, in structure and process, 
the nature of the universe.   

     It is an especial irony in the use of the Benedicite that its length 
sometimes causes it to be recited partially, in sections.  This reluctance to 
take time for praise contrasts oddly with our stated intent to celebrate not 
only the praise God but also and particularly his praise “for ever”.  We use 
the canticle in a way in tension with the content of its message.

Section I   The Cosmic Order

     The organization of these verses is geographical, according to medieval 
understandings.  We would understand the physical atmosphere and its 
phenomena as a part of earth, as attached to the planet.  To the author of the 
Benedicite it as a part of heaven.  The key verse is “O heavens and all 
waters above the heavens”.  Everything until the verse about “the earth” is 
to be understood as an aspect of the glorification of God in the heavenly 
realm. It is not what we call “the weather” or “the cycle of day and night”.  

    The enumeration of specifics begins with that which is farthest from the 
earth - the perfect, conscious, intentional responsiveness to God of angelic 
beings who know nothing, by participation, of a fallen world.  The “waters 
above the heavens” refers to the cosmic ocean, the waters of chaos, ripped 
apart at the creation of the universe to make a space for the ordered 
universe.  See Genesis 1:1, “the face of the deep . . . the face of the 
waters.”.  Even in that which is beyond the created world God exercises his 



sovereignty and God is praised by that which is potential being as well as 
that which is actual creation.  

     In naming “sun and moon and stars of the sky” as glorifying the Lord, 
the author skirts the ancient belief that heavenly bodies were governed by 
intelligent beings who determined their motions.  The Benedicite comes to 
us from a world beyond our own, a world in which everything was 
personal.  The theological challenge is to retain the sense of the personal 
without losing the results of science.  Ordered existence is not necessarily 
impersonal existence and the whole of the Benedicite is a celebration of 
ordered, logically structured personal existence because what makes 
personal existence is to participate in the praise of God.   One object of 
Christianity is to restore the sense of the personal to the universe without 
losing a sense of order, structure, logical connection and while avoiding all 
sense of superstition.  The literary structure of the Benedicite lays out a 
rationally ordered structure of creation preserving logical connection for use 
in our worship.    

     Note that the capacity to worship is not confined to things favorable to 
human kind.  Thunderbolts and storms, destructive and threatening as they 
are, also glorify God.

     The order of events in the canticle does not reflect that of creation in 
Genesis 1.  The creation of the earth in Genesis I precedes that of the stars, 
sun and moon.  This canticle is organized according to space and order, not 
the Genesis description of God’s creative process.  

  Section II  The Earth and Its Creatures

    “men and women everywhere” glorify God.  This can only refer to those 
outside the chosen people, as the “people of God” are covered in the next 
section.  This passage refers to human beings as a part of the earth and as 
among its creatures, rather than as the people of God.  This is humanity as 
rooted in the earth, not as aspiring to heaven.

     Note that the three elements of land, water and air - three of the four 
classic Aristotelean elements - are named, and, in the following verse, the 
living things of each realm.  Earth and its life are treated as a unity.  The 
last dichotomy of this section of the Benedicite is not between geography 
and inhabitants, but, paralleling the distinction between humans within and 



without the chosen people, between the beasts of the wild (parallel to 
humans outside the chosen people) and the “flocks and herds” presumably 
domesticated and so acknowledging the sway of humans over the creation.

     I suspect, but do not know, that the 4th Aristotelian element, fire, is left 
out because it is the element of the heavenly realm, not the earth and its 
creatures.  Earth, water and air also have distinct living beings associated 
with them and fire, except for the seraphim (and the unbiblical and 
mythical salamander) does not.

     The flow of section 2 seems to be from inanimate to animate and from 
animate to human and associated with the human.

Section 3 - The People of God

     The section begins with the people of God taken as a single body.  
Subsequent sentences divide the people into groups: priests and servants, 
spirits and souls of the righteous, holy and humble of heart.  

     It is a stretched interpretation, but I would suggest that this passage be 
understood as analogous to the three conditions of the body of Christ: 
triumphant, expectant and militant.  Priests represent the church triumphant 
not because of what they are as human beings but because their function is 
to present the eternal to the community of believers and open the door from 
the world to heaven by means of leading the community’s worship.  To 
associate priests with “servants of the Lord” reinforces this because when 
functioning in worship - and all worship looks toward the church 
triumphant - we are all servants of the Lord and the offering is not just 
made by clergy but by the whole community under the leadership of clergy.

“Spirits and souls of the righteous” would then refer to the church 
expectant, the church as waiting for the will of God to be done on earth as 
in heaven.  Note that by naming the three conditions of the church as each a 
realm of praise that praise becomes the unifying action of the church in all 
its forms.  

“holy and humble of heart” describes the church, ideally, in its earthly 
guise.  Compare this with Matthew’s first beatitude about the poor in spirit.  
“Holy” is the same idea as “saint”, that is, a baptized Christian.  So to 
instruct the “holy” to praise God does not refer to a special class of 



Christians, but to Christians, all of them, as a special class.   

The Song of Zechariah -- Benedictus Dominus Deus

     This canticle is traditionally used during Advent.  Its major theme is that 
the purpose of God will be accomplished. The content of the canticle first 
presents those purposes (“he has come to his people and set them free”) and 
then presents the means of their accomplishment (a mighty savior).  

     There is a striking parallel between the content of the Song of Zechariah 
and the collects for Advent.  In the collect for Advent I we read “. . . in the 
time of this mortal life in which your Son Jesus Christ came to visit us . . .” 
In the Song of Zechariah we read “he has come to his people . . .” In the 
Collect for Advent 2 we find the theme of God sending prophets to warn us 
and in the Song of Zechariah we read, “Through his holy prophets he 
promised of old . . .”.  The identification of warning and promise is utterly 
complete when collect and canticle are combined.  In the collect for Advent 
3 we find a prayer for help and deliverance from our sins and in the Song 
of Zechariah an assertion that God’s way will be prepared by one who will 
give us knowledge of our salvation by the forgiveness of our sins.  In the 
Collect for Advent 4, “your son Jesus Christ, at his coming . . .” and in the 
Song of Zechariah, “the dawn from on high shall break upon us”.   Collects 
and canticle march together through the season.

     The theme of freedom presents the coming of Jesus as the means of a 
new Exodus, a new gift of freedom.  The first sentence states this theme: 
“he has come to his people and set them free.”  The means of freedom are 
stated in the second sentence: “He has raised up a mighty savior . . .”    The 
third sentence gives the negative result of God’s gift of freedom: salvation 
from all that hates us.  In the Christian context this refers to sin and death, 
since all sin and death seeks to undo the creative work of God and, 
therefore, hates that human existence which is the manifestation of God’s 
creative work - as well as the manifestation of all other ordered existence 
from, to parody Kant, the stars in the heavens to the grass under our feet.

     The 4th sentence gives the positive result of God’s gift of freedom: the 
gift of the covenant as an act of mercy.  “He promised to show mercy to 
our fathers and to remember his holy covenant.”  The covenant is the 
expectation of God placed upon humanity, and to have expectation placed 
upon one is to be given an identity and value.  God’s response to sin and 



death is not (yet) to destroy them, but to give to humans who must live 
within a world of sin and death an identity and a meaning which emerges 
from the continuing relation with him made possible by the covenant.  The 
gift of the law does not create sin, but is God’s response to sin.

    The 5th sentence summarizes and sharpens all this.  “This was the oath 
he swore . . . To set us free . . .”  The first half of the sentence states that 
this freedom is the purpose of the history of God’s relationship with the 
Hebrew people - at their beginning he swore that freedom was his intention 
- “he swore to our father Abraham”.  The second half of the sentence 
sharpens the concept of freedom: “Free to worship him without fear, holy 
and righteous in his sight all the days of our life.”  Free to relate to God, 
which is the function of worship and free from all that would have a 
destructive impact on that relation: holiness and righteousness are the 
conditions of an unimpeded relation with God.

     The second part of the canticle is Zechariah’s address to John the Baptist 
and identifies his role in the gift of freedom.  As true forgiveness restores a 
relationship with God it brings, in its wake, existential, direct, personal 
knowledge of that unimpeded relationship which is our salvation.  To be 
forgiven on earth is to know the nature of our relationship with God in 
heaven.  The compassion of John’s announcement of forgiveness by means 
of baptism for remission of sin is the forecast of the compassion which is 
the existence and ministry of Jesus.  John is an Advent figure because his 
prophetic message guides us to the purpose of Christ.

     To restate the first half of the Canticle: God’s mercy creates, through 
the covenant, a community with a shared identity.  This shared identity 
responds to God by means of worship.  The community’s shared identity is 
expressed in their shared worship.  (Thus while admirable, private worship 
is not capable of expressing the fullness of God’s relation with his people.)

In this canticle, Freedom = a capacity to remember the past
                      Freedom = a capacity to receive mercy
                      Freedom = a capacity to form community
                      Freedom = a capacity to relate to the ultimate

     This canticle is thus an antidote to that contemporary tendency to toss 
around the word “freedom” without defining it.  It thereby acquires a 
slipshod meaning of the ability to do as one pleases.  But for the Christian 



the Advent celebration of the coming gift of God is a celebration of a 
specifically defined and described freedom, a set of freedoms the church 
must remember and celebrate precisely because each is attacked in the 
contemporary world.  

     We forget those parts of the past inconvenient to our self-image.  The 
holocaust was mythical and we do not discuss in high school history texts 
the deadly impact of the European presence on Native Americans.  
Competition trains character, so personal goodness is marked by victory, 
not the reception of mercy.  Success in a market economy is the key to 
personal being of value, not the formation of institutions dedicated to 
community aside from production and consumption.  Finally, the ultimate 
has no place in the weighing of profit and loss.  

    To be reminded that taking part in these deceptions, at the different 
levels they are available, is a form of slavery and that true freedom is to no 
longer be shaped by their claims to ultimacy is a gift of this canticle to 
those who have ears to hear.   


